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COMPOSING HERSELF
Music, Solitude, and
St. Cecilia in Clarissa
Martha F. Bowden

Blessed Cecilia, appear in visions
To all musicians, appear and inspire:
Translated Daughter, come down and startle
Composing mortals with immortal fire.^
(n discussing music in Clarissa, it is important to make a
'dear distinction between private and public music. For
,the purposes of this essay, public music is defined as
music that is performed for the entertainment of others, private
for oneself. A commentator on NPR's Performance Today made
just this distinction when speaking of the music of Haydn and
Bach.^ For him, a Haydn symphony is public music: it is
* W. H. Auden, "Anthem for St. Cecilia's Day," in Collected Poems, ed. Edward
Mendelson (New York: Random House, 1976) 220-2.
^ The program was aired in September 1992. Because Performance Today does not
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meant to be performed for an audience and sets up a conversa
tion between player and listener. Bach keyboard music, on the
other hand, is designed for the player; its complexities are only
revealed through repetition and analysis of its themes and
development. The symphony's main purpose is pleasure; the
keyboard work's is the lesson. "Whatever the validity of this
paradigm may be for listening to Bach and Haydn, it is useful
for Richardson, who goes on to privilege the private over the
public. Furthermore, while in Clarissa the conversation set up
by public music is suspect, the lesson learned from private
performance is not merely musical, but moral as well, and St.
Cecilia's inspiration and protection are reserved for music
performed in the closet.
When Lovelace, disguised as an old man looking for lodgings
for himself and his wife, tracks down Clarissa at the Widow
Moore's house, he sees, over the door of her room, a painting
of St. Cecilia:
Then stumping towards the closet, over the door of
which hung a picture—What picture is that?—Oh! I see:
a St. Cecilia!
A common print, sir
Pretty well, pretty well! It is after an Italian master.^
Clarissa, overhearing the conversation about the rooms, calls
out, and Lovelace is particularly enraptured by the sound of her
voice: "and never did her voice sound so harmonious to me."
When she emerges from her room a few lines later, her
presence is overpowering:

have transcripts, I am unable to be more specific about commentator or dates.
^ Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, or, the History of a Young Lady, 4 vols., intro. John
Butt (London, New York: Dent, Dutton, 1932, 1962) 3.40. All subsequent
references to the text will be from this edition, and will be incorporated into the
text using volume and page numbers.
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Then my charmer opened the door, and blazed upon
me, as it were, in a flood of light, like what one might
imagine would strike a man, who, born blind, had by
some propitious power been blessed with his sight, all at
once, in a meridian sun. (3.41)
On this same page, he has referred to her as "my angel"; he
now experiences the fate of one who calls up spirits that are too
strong for him, for he is forced, against his own will, to reveal
his true identity. He compliments her, and knows from her
reaction that she has recognized him:
She started, and looked at me with terror. The truth
of the compliment, as far as I know, had taken dissimula
tion from my accent.
He casts off his disguise, comparing his actions, revealingly, as
those of Lucifer in Paradise Lost, thus unintentionally showing
himself to be Clarissa's converse, a fallen angel to her lightinfused being.
Margaret Anne Doody believes that the picture at Moore's
is Raphael's "Ecstasy of St. Cecilia'"* [Fig. 1], in which the saint,
about to be martyred, looks up at a celestial choir. The other
figures around her, clockwise from the left, are St. Paul, St.
John the Evangelist, St. Augustine, and St. Mary Magdalene.®
•* Margaret Anne Doody, A Natural Passion: A Study of the Novels of Samuel
Richardson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), 232. See n3 to this page, in which
Doody mentions other St. Cecilia pictures to which it would be "tempting to
believe" that Richartlson intended to refer, but which she discards because "I have
not &>und copies of these, whereas seventeenth- and eighteenth-century prints and
engravings of Raphael's picture are still easy to find." It is also tempting to believe
that the picture might be Gentileschi's St. Cecilia and an Angel, which, like
Dryden's odes, does not refer to the martyrdom at all, but instead draws together
angel, saint and music.
' The information about the saints in the picture comes from Leopold D. and
Helen S. Ettlinger, Raphael (Oxford: Phaidon, 1987), 159. This text also notes that
the instruments at the bottom of the picture were painted, not by Raphael himself,
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All are associated with heavenly visions, but none seem able to
hear the music audible to her; their attention is directed away
from her and each other. In her hands she holds the organ,
which according to legend she invented to enhance her prayer;
at her feet are the instruments that hers has superseded, and a
remarkably percussive lot they are: only one is stringed, and
there are no woodwinds or brass of any kind. The suggestion
is that she has added melody and harmony where originally
there was simply a joyful noise. In contrast to the distracted
mortals in the lower three-quarters of the picture, the angel
chorus is joined together over their music books, singing in a
cohesive group. Doody is enlightening and very helpful in her
use of the story of St. Cecilia's chaste marriage, and the way in
that the story and picture comment ironically on Lovelace's
"plausible story" of the unconsummated marriage, by which he
is able to persuade some of the women at Mrs. Moore's to help
him.' I would like to use the image of St. Cecilia as a means of
examining the opposing forces of community and solitude in
Clarissa. In doing so I will emphasize her role as patron saint
of music, for this is the association made most frequently in the
poetry, music, and art of the time.
Jean Hagstrum describes St. Cecilia as an extremely popular
figure in baroque art, to which Dryden's poetry made a
significant contribution:
In most of the paintings of the subject the angel descends
with a martyr's crown to the dying saint. Dryden,
however, conceives of the saint's music as drawing the
angel down. The association of organ and angel is
prominently made in several of the paintings...Dryden's
originality lies in catching in memorably brief and
but by Giovanni da Udine.
' Doody, 233.
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epigrammatic lines the very motifs and associations of one
of the most typical of baroque themes/
The lines to which Hagstrum refers are from Dryden's
"Alexander's Feast":
Let old Timotheus yield the Prize,
Or both divide the Crown;
He rais'd a Mortal to the Skies;
She drew an Angel down/
This image occurs also in Dryden's "A Song for St. Cecilia's
Day," in which Cecilia's powers are considered to be greater
than Orpheus', who tamed the savage races and persuaded the
trees to uproot themselves and follow him; and Orpheus is
again weighed in the balance and found wanting in Pope's Ode:
Of Orpheus no more let Poets tell.
To bright Cecilia greater power is giv'n;
His numbers rais'd a shade from hell.
Hers lift the soul to heav'n.'
The English image of St. Cecilia, in Purcell's Odes, Handel's
great settings of Dryden's poems,*® and the poetry of Dryden
and Pope, is of the patron saint of music, surrounded by angels
and organs, but without the subsequent martyrdom. This
picture continues to the present century in Auden's "Anthem,"
' Jean H. Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition cf Literary Pictorialism and
English Poetry from Dryden to Grey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958),
205.
' John Dryden, "Alexander's Feast; or the Power of Musique. An Ode, in Honour
of St. Cecilia's Day," in The Poems and Fahles of John Dryden, ed. James Kinsley
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 509,11. 177-80.
' Alexander Pope, "Ode on St. Cecilia's Day," in Poetical Vdrks, ed. Herbert Davis
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1966), 53-6, 11. 130-3.
" Doody calls Handel the composer whom Richardson "evidendy most admires"
(356).
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quoted at the beginning of this essay; the poem also continues
the conjunction of poetry and music, since it was set to music
by Benjamin Britten, to whom it is dedicated, and who was
himself born on St. Cecilia's Day. The importance for Clarissa
of this image of wooing the angel is that for her, music is very
much a restorer of tranquillity, a reaching for heavenly
harmony when all about her is discord; the adjective "bright,"
applied to St. Cecilia in Pope's poem and in one of Purcell's
odes, is also reflected in Lovelace's description of her emerging
through the door, over which the picture of the saint is hung.
But the history of the iconography of the saint shows that
implicit in the angelic presence is martyrdom, and it was the
discord of her life that destroyed Clarissa.
It is important to remember that St. Cecilia is not a muse;
she is the patron saint of music, as anomalous as that term may
sound when applied to a woman. Even though in the Auden
poem, she, muse-like, is described as "inspiring," the work is so
filled with assonance and puns (including the one on inspire)
that the act of inspiration becomes distinctly active and
uncomfortable for the composer. In Dryden and Pope, her
comparison with Orpheus removes her from the company of
the muses and makes her a performer, a Christian musician
superseding the more limited powers of classical mythology;
the reference to Orpheus and the church's continuing use of the
term "patron" suggest that she, like other patrons, is fulfilling
roles traditionally thought of as being in the masculine sphere.
Music for Clarissa is an act of reintegration that is exercised
in private. Betrayed by many of the communities in which she
finds herself—the women of her family, her family generally,
the women of Sinclair's house, the household at Mrs.
Moore's—she finds her true salvation in solitude. When the
uproar in her family has threatened to overwhelm her, she
retreats to the harpsichord in her room: "I have been forced to
try to compose my angry passions at my harpsichord; having
first shut close my doors and windows, that I might not be
heard below" (1.274). The word "compose" in this context
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Figure 1: Raphael, The Ecstasy of St. Cecilia.
Courtesy Pinacoteca Nazionale, Bologna.
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J
Figure 2: Harpsichord, 1762, by Jacob Kirckman (1710-1792);
at MonticeUo, Charlottesville, Virginia.
Courtesy Ed Owen and the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation.
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Figure 3: Joseph Highmore (1692-1780),
The Harlowe Family from Samuel RJchardson's Clarissa, c. 1745-7.
Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.
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means the soothing of anger, but also a reunification of the self;
having received a nasty note from Arabella and a cool one from
her mother, she contemplates various methods of running away
but is unsure where to go; distrusting herself, she asks Anna for
advice. She is not only angry but confused, and the harmony
of music restores her clarity of thought. As she is closing the
shutters, she hears "the Bird of Minerva", and is reminded of
the "Ode to Wisdom," "Which does honour to our sex, as it
was written by one of it," and whose last three stanzas she has
set to music. She reads it over and then plays her composition;
this constitutes her "lesson." Thus the literal and metaphoric
meanings of "compose" are intertwined, as are the images of
woman poet, goddess, and musician.
Later, when she is at the Smiths', she cannot bear to write
about what has happened to her because she is "discomposed by
the retrospection" (4.74), and Lovelace's pursuit of her causes
her to cry out, "This cruel man has discomposed me. His
persecutions have given me a pain just here [putting her hand
to her heart]." Clearly she is suffering both spiritual and
physical pain (4.210). She finds her solace in her religion—after
she receives the sacrament she feels "composed", and therefore
strong enough to read Mrs. Norton's letter—and in writing out
her will and last instructions. Belford, in describing her life at
the Smiths', explains that when she is not well enough to leave
her room, she uses her coffin as a desk: "It is placed near the
window, like a harpsichord, though covered to the ground"
(4.271). This is not a random simile, for a harpsichord does
indeed look like a coffin [Fig. 2]; the smaller ones do not have
legs of their own but stand on trestles or tables, as does the
instrument in my illustration, and the shape when the lid is
down is very coffin-like. When Clarissa's coffin arrives home,
it is placed, first, upon two stools in the hall and then on a
table in her parlor, where her own harpsichord might well have
been placed in happier days (4.396).
In the fragments Clarissa writes following the rape, when her
senses are unbalanced, there are no references to music. This is
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appropriate because at this time she is most completely taken
over into Lovelace's world, which is governed by the dramatic,
rather than the musical metaphor." Lovelace is later described
as the "author" of the family's misfortune, not, significantly, the
composer (4.392, 393). He has, in assaulting her body,
penetrated the deepest recesses of her solitude: "when all my
doors are fast, and nothing but the keyhole open, and the key
of late put into that, to be where you are, in a manner without
opening any of them" (3.210-11). This is a particularly
devastating description of rape, for the physical and emotional
trauma are portrayed simultaneously. As a result she does not
know herself—all is discordant, discomposed:
Thought, and grief, and confusion, came crowding so
thick upon me; one would be first, another would be
first, all would be first; so I can write nothing at all.
Only that, whatever they have done to me, I cannot tell;
but I am no longer what I was in any one thing. (3.205)
This is clearly in the tradition of the mad stage heroine. But in
her resemblance to those mad stage heroines, there are implicit
musical references to, for example, Ophelia singing as she sinks
below the water, and Desdemona recalling the song of Barbara
Allen." We are also reminded of Ophelia's description of
Hamlet's supposed madness:
...that noble and most sovereign reason
" See Doody,
on Lx)velace's delusion that he is the dramatist of the event
and in exclusive control. He is, however, unaware of when the comedy turns into
a tragedy.
" See Robert A. Erickson, Mother Midnight; Birth, Sex and Fate in Eighteenth
Century Fiction (Defoe, Richardson and Steme) (New York: AMS Press, 1986) 163:
after the rape, "her letter to Lovelace shares with the grieved utterances of Ophelia
and Desdemona a certain fairy-tale or nursery-rhyme poignance." See also, Valerie
Grosvenor Myer, "'Well Read in Shakespeare,'" in Samuel Richardson; Passion and
Prudence, ed. Valerie Grosvenor Myer (Totowa: Barnes and Noble, 1986),asked
126-32, esp. 130, in which Myer draws parallels between Clarissa and Ophelia.
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Like sweet bells jangled, out of time and harsh."
In contrast to the restorative powers of private music,
public music carries with it disturbing undertones. Clarissa,
according to Anna Howe, agreed "with alacrity" to perform
when asked because she disliked coyness, but, on the whole,
preferred to listen to others (4.499). Anna herself had to be
cured of wishing "to be courted to sing" and is guilty of pride
in her performance, so that she does not want to play in the
presence of someone whom she knows to be better than herself
(4.500). She also, in a parody of Clarissa's composing herself
with music, plays her own harpsichord in the course of a visit
from Mr, Hickman, to keep herself awake, she says, and to
make him stop talking (2.104). Arabella sits down at Clarissa's
keyboard when her sister is writing a letter to their brother, in
an obvious and successful attempt to be irritating:
And how do you think Bella employed herself while I
was writing? Why, playing gently upon my harpsichord:
and humming to it to show her unconcernedness. (1.220)
Lovelace uses performance as a means of seduction and affected
unconcern. After the confrontation with Anna Howe at
Colonel Ambrose's ball, he "whisperingly sung to Miss
Playford, holding her two hands, with such airs of genteel
unconcern, that it vexed me not a little to look round, and see
how pleased half the giddy fools of our sex were with him"
Lovelace uses musical metaphor on occasion, but it is
generally in a way that is mocking, unintentionally selfrevealing, or both. He draws a picture of himself and Jack
Belford as "reformed" sinners, supposing he too should join in
what he considers Jack's tedious change of position: "then what
" William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, ed. Edward
Hubler (New York and Toronto: New American Library, 1963), 3.1.160-1.
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a couple of lamentable puppies shall we make, howling in
recitative to each other's discordant music" (4.42). He proposes
to make a visit to the dying Clarissa, as long as such a visit
would not leave her "too much discomposed^ (4.263). By placing
the last three words in italics, he shows that he is knowingly
quoting her, but there is mockery in the quotation as well,
since this is shortly after he has congratulated himself on
accepting trials cheerfully—"this is the laughing-time of my life".
The complaints of conscience immediately following come too
late to prevent us from assuming that he still does not take
Clarissa's situation seriously. Even more disturbing is his use
of the Philomela myth. In letters to his cousins, seeking their
support, he describes Clarissa as a bird:
Before they could attend her, she had found means to fly
away once more: and is now, said I, perched perhaps
somewhere under Lady Betty's window at Glenham Hall;
and there, like the sweet Philomela, a thorn in her breast,
warbles forth her melancholy complaints against her
barbarous Tereus. (3.409)
Since Philomela's story combines rape with separation from the
woman's family, it is breathtakingly apt, but in willingly
aligning himself with Tereus, Lovelace unwittingly draws
attention to the serious nature of his crime. He also appears to
foi^et Tereus's punishment. His reference to Dryden's
"Alexander's Feast" also reveals more than it intends (4.37).
The center of an anecdote that illustrates the ignorance of
youth rather than the power of music, the reader is left to make
the connection with St. Cecilia, and to speculate whether the
callow young man were Lovelace himself. Finally, Lovelace's
lack of understanding of the role of music in Clarissa's life
becomes inextricably bound up in his underestimation of the
strength of Clarissa and Anna's love for each other: he describes
women's friendship as "chaff and stubble," easily blown away
and "when a man comes between the pretended inseparables, is
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given up, like their music, and other maidenly amusements"
(3.169). This contemptuous attitude is belied, however, by the
effort he puts into keeping Anna and Clarissa apart.
The household at Harlowe Place, whose discord Clarissa
mends in her own soul with solitude and music, can be
illuminated by the use of the musical metaphor in family
portraits. Doody provides interesting information on this
subject in her discussion of music in Sir Charles Grandison. It
was quite common in the French and English paintings of the
eighteenth century, and, as one might expect, was used to
suggest "the harmony of family life maintained in elegance and
order." The frontispiece of her book is the picture of the
family of the Prince of Wales, painted by Mercier in this
fashion, and shows the three seated figures playing instruments
in a pastoral setting. Joseph Highmore's painting of the
Harlowe family, while not overtly referring to music, lends
itself to this kind of discussion [Fig. 3]. At first glance, it shows
clearly the way in which the family has been divided by its
arguments over the grandfather's will and their jealousy of
Clarissa. James, who is standing with his back to us, divides
the family with his body, separating Arabella from the other
women and Clarissa from everyone but her mother. Mrs.
Harlowe's position is ambivalent, her body turned toward her
husband and children, her head facing her daughter. She is
obviously torn between them. The portrait, in its arrangement
of the seated figures, also suggests a chamber orchestra,
although one evidently in disarray: the musicians have
dropped their instruments and raised their hands in dismay;
one has leaped from his seat, turning his back on the audience
as they wrangle among themselves, and all harmony is
dissipated. Lovelace, absent from the picture, is placed in it
later by Belford, who says that the Harlowes are, unknown to
Doody, 362.
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themselves, "acting in concert" with him against Clarissa
(2.158).''
The orchestral imagery becomes explicit in the text with
Morden's description of the Harlowe family's reception of the
news of Clarissa's death: "A perfect concert of grief, as I may
say, broke out the moment I entered the parlor...They all
joined in a kind of melancholy chorus, and each accused him
and herself, and some of them one another...they set up another
general lamentation" (4.391, 393). The chorus then becomes a
unison outburst: "Dear soul! and Dear, sweet soul! the father,
uncles, sister, my Cousin Hervey, cried out all at once in
accents of anguish inexpressibly affecting" (4.394). Unfortu
nately, this harmony lasts for only a brief time; soon they are
right back where they were when the book began, aiguing
about a will. This time, however, Clarissa is free of the
discord, enclosed within the ultimate solitude of her harpsichord-like coffin. Her family has proven impervious to the
influence that Anna claims she had over the Howes: "For
when you was with us, you harmonized us both" (2.43).
The significance of music for Clarissa is exemplified in her
will, in which she leaves "my harpsichord, my chamber-organ,
and all my music books," as well as all her other books to
Dolly Hervey (4.420). The books she describes as "not illchosen for a woman's library," with "observations in many of
them of my own writing; and some very judicious ones,
written by the truly reverend Dr. Lewen." This first and only
reference to her chamber-organ, by providing a last link with
its inventor, assures us that for Clarissa music is not the flimsy
"ladies' accomplishment" spoken of so contemptuously by
Lovelace, but a vital part of the life of mind and spirit, one to
be valued along with the carefully chosen books in the library.
That Morden misunderstands her reasoning is clear by his
" For an excellent discussion of this and other illustrations of Richardson's texts,
see Janet E. Aikins, "Richardson's 'Speaking Pictures,'" in Samuel Richardson:
Tercentenary Essays, ed. Margaret Atme Doody and Peter Sabor (Cambridge
University Press, 1989), 146-66.
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purchasing of her jewels to give to Dolly as well; perhaps he
is misled by the first part of Dolly's inheritance, the watch, best
head-dresses and ruffles, and a new gown and petticoat, into
believing that the music and books are likewise part of a young
woman's outward embellishments, meant to make her more
attractive in the marriage market. On the other hand, his
Lovelace-like remark about women's friendship suggests that he
also might bracket music among those things overshadowed by
marriage:
Friendship...is too fervent a flame for female minds to
manage: a light that but in few of their hands burns
steady, and often hurries the sex into flight and absur
dity...Marriage, which is the highest state of friendship,
generally absorbs the most vehement friendships of female
to female; and that whether the wedlock be happy or
not. (4.468)
But for Clarissa, neither music nor friendship are insubstantial
time-killers to while away the hours while waiting until her real
life should begin with her marriage. Her letters to Anna and
her harpsichord playing, both performed alone in her room,
help her retain her sense of herself, her composure in a veryliteral sense—that is, a sense of integrity of the spirit when all
the forces around her are attempting to tear her apart. In the
harpsichord scene, the conjunction of woman poet, composer,
and performer with an armored goddess and a female patron all
combine to present a world in which the woman is selfsufficient and not waiting for the male half to make her whole.
When, at the Widow Moore's, Clarissa emerges from the
protection of St. Cecilia, she goes to discord, calamity,
disintegration and death.
This is Clarissa's message to Dolly, who has seen the
misogynist workings of Harlowe Place as they destroyed her
beloved cousin. For her, music must be an act of strengthening
her spirit. It must provide her with the inner resources she will
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need so that, when she leaves her books and music in her
closet, she may face the hostile world secure in the moral and
spiritual lessons that she has learned in solitude. She, like
Clarissa, must learn to compose herself.

